F::\Tx{: v Wi *i__._‘ L), & 2 E'.' Ay * D?{ er

4

The white man's muscles

Flate 4.1 William H, Johnson |

ouis and Linidentfied Boser (c.1939-42) (Mational

Museum of Amencan Art, Smithsonian Institution)
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The white man's muscles

Until the 1980s, it was rare to Sscc 2 white man semi-naked in popular
fictions. The art gallery, sports and srnography offered socially sanctioned
or cordoned -off images, but the cinema, the major visual narrative torm of
the twentieth century, only did so in particular cases. This was not so with
non-white male bodics. In the Western, the plantation drama and the jungle
adventure film, the non-white body is routinely on display. Dance numburs
with body-baring chorus boys (up to and including Madonna's videos ) most
often used non-white (including ‘Latin”) dancers. Paul Robeson, the first
major African- Amernican acting star (as upposed to featured plavery, appeared
torso-naked or more for large sections in nearly all his flms, on a scale
unimaginable with white male stars. The latter might be glimpsed for a brict
shot washing or coming out of a swimming pool or the sea (at which point
they instantly put on a robe), but a star like Rudolph Valentino (in any case
Latin and often cast as a non-white) or a film like Piendc (1955) stand out
as cxceptions,’ together with two genres: the boxing Alm (not really dis-
cussed here) and the adventure film in a colomal setting with a star possessed
of a champion or built body.

This latter form is found in three cycles. One 18 the Tarzan fAlins,
beginning in 1912 with Tarzan af the Apes, continuing through forty
six further features, along with two television series and several Tarzan
lookalikes (e.g. King of the Junagle (1927 and 1933) and Bomba the Jungle
Bov (1949-)).7 A second is the series of Italian films produced between
1957 and 1965 centred on heroes drawn from classical antigquity played by
US bodybuilders, a cycle that has come to be known as the peplum.? Third,
since the mid-1970s, there have been vehicles for such muscle stars as
Armold Schwarzenegger, Sylvester Stallone, Claude Van Damme and Dolph
Lundgren.?

The two common features of these films - a champion,/built body and 2
colonial setting - set terms for looking at the naked white male body. The
white man has been the centre of attention for many centuries of Western
culture, but there is a problem about the display of his body, which gives
another inflection to the general paradox, already adumbrated, of whiteness
and visibility. A naked body is a vulnerable body. This is so in the mast
fundamental sense — the bare body has no protection from the elements
but also in a social sense. Clothes are bearers of prestige, notably of wealth,
status and class: to be without them 15 to lose prestige. Makedness may also
reveal the inadequacies of the body by comparison with social ideals. It
may betray the relative similanty of male and female, white and non-white
bodies, undo the remorseless insistences on difference and concomitant
power carried by clothes and grooming. The exposed w hite male body is
liable to pose the legitimacy of whitc male power: why should people who
look like that - so unimpressive, so like others — have so much power?

At the same time, there is value in the white male body being scen.
Oin the one hand, the body often figures very effectively as a point of final
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explanation of social difference. By this argument, whites - and men — are
where they are socially by virtue of biological, that is, bodily SUPETIONEY.
The sight of the body can be a kind of proof. On the ather hand, the white
insis‘tmh'u:c on spint, on a transcendent relation o the body, has also led to a
view that perhaps non-whites have better bodies, run faster, reproduce morc
casily, have bigger muscles, that perhaps indeed ‘white men can’t juimp’,
a film title that has both a literal, basketball reference and an appropriately
heterosexual, reproductive connotation. The possibility of white bodily
inferiority falls heavily on the shoulders of those white men who are not
at the top of the spirit pile, those for whom their body is their only capital.
In the context particularly of white working-class or sunderachieving’
masculinity, an assertion af the value and even superionry of the white male
body has t.‘..“;r‘ti.'.!.ﬂ resonance (cf. Walkerdine 1986, Tasker 19937, The built
body in colonial adventures 15 a formula that speaks to the peed for an
affirmation of the white male body without the loss of legitimacy that 1s
always risked by its exposurc, while also replaying the notion that white men
are distinguished above all by their spirit and enterprise

I will look first at the connotations of this kind of body and then at the
colonial setting, before discussing the relation between them. In the final part
of the chapter 1 look in more detail at the particular instance of the peplum,
bringing the class address of colonial muscularity into focus and opening up
the latter’s relation to an avowedly white form of politics, fascism.

Tarzan, Hercules, Rambo® and the other heroes of the films in question here
arc all played by actors with champion and/or built physiques. The first
Tarzans, and the stars of an carlier (¢.1912-26) Ialian muscle cycle, werc
drawn from the strong man acks of the variery stage. Thereafter, however,
sports proper generally provided the performers. OF the Tarzans, James
Peirce {1926) was an All- American centre on the Indiana University Football
Team, and Frank Menll (1928 and 1929 a national gym champion: Jahnny
Weissmuller {twelve films between 1932 and 1948) had five Olympic gold
medals for swimming; Buster Crabbe (1933) was also an Olympic swimmer,
Herman Brix { 1935 and 1938) an Olympic shot putter, Glenn Morris (1938)
an Olympic decathlon champion, Denny Miller { 19604 a UCLA basketball
<tar and Mike Henry (three films benween 1967 and 1968) a star line-backer
for the Los Angeles Bams, Although Lex Barker (1949-55], Jock Mahoney
(1962-3) and Ron Ely (TV 1966-8) werc beefv rather than sculpted,
Gordon Scott (1955-60) was clearly a bodybuilder, while Miles O'Keefu
(1981} and Waolf Larson (TV 1991-3) are manifest creatures of the Nautiius
age. The stars of the peplum and recent muscleman films are also abviously
gym products. In two notable cases they are explicitly champions of bady-
building: Steve Reeves (the most famous peplum star) won the Mr America
contest in 1947 and Mr Universe in 1950 and Arnold Schwarzencgger was
seven times Mr Olympia.
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Unril the 1980s, it was rare to see a white man semi-naked in popular
fictions. The art gallery, sports and pornography offered socially sanctioned

or cordoned-off images, but the cinema, the major visual narrative form of

the twentieth century, only did so in particular cases, This was not so with
non-white male bodies. In the Western, the plantation drama and the jungle
adventure film, the non-white body is routinely on displav. Dance numbers
with body-baring chorus boys (up to and including Madenna’s videas) most
often used non-white (including ‘Latin’) dancers. Paul Robeson, the first
major African-American acting star {as opposed to featured player), appeared
torso-naked or more for large sections in nearly all his films, on a scale

unimaginable with white male stars. The latter might be glimpsed for a brief

shot washing or coming out of a swimming pool or the sea (at which point
they instantly pur on a robe], bur a star like Rudolph Valentino (1 any case
Latin and often cast as a non-white) or a film like Pienie (1955) stand our
as exceptions,’ together with two genres: the boxing film (not really dis-
cussed here) and the adventure film in a colonial setring with a star possessed
of 3 champion or built body

This latter form is found in three cycles, One is the Tarzan flms,
beginning in 1912 with Tarzan of the Apes, continuing through forry-
six further features, along with two television series and several Tarzan
lookalikes (e.g. King of the Jungle (1927 and 1933) and Bomba the Jungle
Boy (1949-)) ! A second is the series of Italian films produced berween
1957 and 1965 centred on heroes drawn from classical antquity plaved by
US badybuilders, a cycle that has come to be known as the peplum.® Third,
since the mid-1970s, there have been vehicles for such muscle stars as
Arnold Schwarsenegger, Sylvester Stallone, Claude Van Damme and Dolph
Lundgren.*

The two common features of these films - a champion,/built body and a
colonial setting — set terms for looking at the naked white male body. The
white man has been the centre of attention for many centuries of Western
culture, but there is a problem about the display of his body, which gives
another inflecuion o the general paradox, already adumbrated, of whiteness
and visibility,. A naked body is a vulnerable body. This is so in the most
tundamental sense — the bare body has no protection from the elements —
but also in a social sense. Clothes are bearers of prestige, notably of wealth,
status and class: to be without them is to lose prestige. Nakedness may also
reveal the inadequacies of the body by comparison with social ideals. It
may betray the relative similarity of male and female, white and non-white
bodies, undo the remorseless insistences on difference and concomitant
power carried by clothes and grooming, The exposed white male body is
liable to pose the legitimacy of white male power: why should people who
look like that - so unimpressive, so like others — have so much power?

At the same time, there is value in the white male body being scen
On the one hand, the body often figures very effectively as a point of final
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explanation of social difference. By this argument, w|1.'II|;_‘.l; - :.m:i men - are
where they are socially by virtue of biological, that is, bodily supenorioy,
The sight of the b wly can be a kind of proof. On the other hand, the white
insistence on spirit, on a transcendent relanion the l:.udm_,-, has also led to a
view that perhaps non-whites have better bodies, run faster, rcpruduu:. man
casily, have bigger muscles, that perhaps indeed *white men can’t jump’,
2 film title that has both a literal, basketball reference and an appropriately
heterosexual, reproductive connatation. The possibility of white bodily
inferiority falls heavily on the shoulders of those white men who are not
at the tni: of the 5piri.t pile, those for whom their body is their only l.'..l.}-u.it:tl~
In the context particularly of white working-cliss or ‘underachicving
masculinity, an assertion of the value and even supenority of the white male
body has t:'l‘;b"‘l!l:i.ili resonance (cf. Walkerdine 1986, Tasker 1993). The built
body in colonial adventures is a formula that speaks to the need tor an
affirmation of the white male body without the loss of legitimacy that i
always risked by its exposure, while also replaving the notion that white men
are distinguished above all by their spirit and enterprise.

I will look first at the connotations of this kind of body and then ar the
colonial setting, before discussing the relation between them 1|1_1|‘u: final part
of the chapter 1 look in more detail ar the particular iuf:unuc of the 1‘:.;.']'||L1111.
bringing the class address of colomal musculanty into tocus .ul'ld opening up
the latrer's relation to an avowedly white form of politics, fasciso.

Tarzan, Hercules, Rambo® and the other heroes of the flms in question |'|_|:rr
are all plaved by actors with champion and/or built physiques. The first
Tarzans, and the stars of an earlier {¢.1912-26) lalian muscle cycle, were
drawn from the strong man acts of the varery stage. Thereafter, however,
sports proper generally provided the performers. Of the 'I'ar?::-ns,_ James
Peirce (1926) was an All-American ¢entre on the Indiana University Foatball
Team, and Frank Merill (1928 and 1929) a nanonal gym champion; Johony
Weissmuller {twelve films between 1932 and 1948) had five Olympic gold
medals for swimming; Buster Crabbe (1933 was also an Olympic swimmer,
Herman Brix (1935 and 1938) an Olympic shot putter, Glenn Morris | 1938)
an Olympic decathlon champion, Denny Miller (1960) UCLA .l‘l.lakcriull
star and Mike Henry (three films berween 1967 and 1968 a star line-backer
for the Los Angeles Rams. Although Lex Barker { 1949-55), Jock Mahoney
{1962-3) and Ron Ely (TV 1966-8) were beefy rather than sculptcd_.
Gordon Scott (1955-60) was clearly a bodybuilder, while Miles O'keele
{1981} and Wolf Larson (TV 1991-3) are manifest creatures of the N.l.llL.lhlh
age. The stars of the peplum and recent muscleman films are .rlm obviously
gym products. In two notable cases they are explicitly champions of hc:Qy--
building: Steve Reeves (the most famous peplum star) won the Mr America
contest in 1947 and Mr Universe in 1950 and Arnold Schwarzenegger was
seven times Mr Olympia.
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Tarzan since the 1950s, the peplum heroes and Schwarzenegger, Stallone
et al. have bodybuilt bodies. The bodies of earlier Tarzans were winners, and
hence amenable o being understood in terms of white superionity, but the
heightened muscularity of the built body carries further connotations of
whiteness.

Bodybuilding as an activity has a relatively good track record in terms of
racial equality. From the 1950s on, non-white men — and especially those
of African descent ~ became major figures in bodybuilding competitions.®
Yet the dominant images of the built body remain white. Kenneth Dutton
(1995: 232) points out that black bodybuilders are rare on the cover of
Muscle and Fitness, the bodybuilding magazine now most responsible tor
establishing and promulgating the image of the sport. They feature inside,
as, given their pre-eminence in the field, they must, but a cover fixes an
image of the world evoked by a magazine, even tor those who don’t buy it
the covers of Musele and Fitness tend to define built bodics as white. The
treatment of non-white bodybuilders by the movies is no better. There is no
king of the jungle of African descent, no really major non-white muscle
stars,” The peplum used two spectacularly built black bodybuilders, Paul
Wynter and Serge Nubret, the latter now one of the best known figures in
bodybuilding, but they were never the heroes, only, as 1 discuss below,
helpers or foes.*

Bodybuilding in popular culture articulates white masculinity.* The body
shapes it cultivates and the way it presents them draw on a number of white
rraditions. First, bodvbuilding makes reference 1o classical = that is, ancient
Greek and Roman - art (cf. Doan and Dictz 1984:1 1-18, Wyke 1996).
Props or montages often explicitly relate body shape and pose to classical
antecedents (cf. Plate 4.2), as does writing about bodybuilding.'" The
standard posing vocabulary was elaborated at the end of the nineteenth
CENTURY i Conscious emanation of the classic statuary then so prized in
the visual culture. Eugen Sandow, the first bodybuilding star, athirmed for
himself a lincage back to the Greeks and Romans in his 1904 manual Body-
building, or Man in the Making'' By this ime, the Caucasian whiteness of
the classical world was taken for granted, down to the pleasure taken in the
literal (hue) whiteness that 1ts sfatues now have (the Vicrorans were
ceandalised to be rold that Greek statues were once coloured (Jenkyns 1980:
146-54)). Sccond, bodybulding now more often invokes a US, and a

foreior: Californian, life style, with a characteristic emphasis on ideas of

health, energy and naturalness. Dutton {1995: 17) locates bodybuilding’s
US-ness in its concatenation of labour and leisure, pain and CONSUIMErISM:

The combination of an affluent consumer society and the Protestant
work ethic has been reflected in activities which paradoxically combine
disciplined asceticism on the one hand and narcissistic hedonism on
the other.
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Plate 4.2 loknny Weissmuller, 1930s [BFI Sulls, Posters and Designs)

The USA is of course a highly muldracial sociery, but the idea of bang
an ‘American’ has long sat uneasily with ideas of being any other colour
than white. Third, bodybuilding has sometimes adopted the image of the
barbarian, drawn principally from comic books, Schwarzenegger’s carliest
vehicles were Conan the Barbarian (1982) and Conan the Destroyer (1984 ),
and there is a host of largely strught-to-video movies based on this theme,
including The Barbariasns {1987 starring the Paul brothers (Plate 4.3),
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who called themselves the Barbarians for their bodybuilding performances.
The primitvism and exoticism of this — to say nothing of the fact that *the
barbarians’ are generally credited with the destruction of classical civilisation
— might suggest that this is a rather non-white image. However, not only is
the casting (and in the comics the drawing) of the hero always white, it very
often mobilises a sub-Nietschian rhetoric of the Ubermensch'? that, however
inaccurately, is strongly associated with Hitlerism and crvpro-fascism. Finally,
bodybuilding does also sometimes draw on Christian imagery. The activity
itself involves pain, bodily suffering, and with it the idea of the value of pain.
This may be echoed in Alm in images of bodybuilders crucified. Leon Hunt
has discussed the importance of crucifixion scenes in epic Alms, combining as
they do *passivity offset by control, humiliation offset by nobility of sacrifice,
eroticism oftset by religious connotations of transcendence® (1993: 73).
Though infrequent, the recourse to crucifivion can be a key moment in
establishing the moral superiority of not specifically Christian characrers
Conan in Conan the Barbarian, RBambo in Rambo I[T(1985) (Plates 4.4 and
4.5).

Classicism, Californianism, barbarianism and crucifixionism are specific,
strongly white representational traditions. Equally, many of the formal
properties of the built body carry connotations of whiteness: it is ideal, hard,

achieved, wealthy, hairless and tanned.

f 3 The Barbarans (USA 987} Dawd

and Peter Paul (BFI Stills, Posters and

Jesigns)
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[he built body presents iself not as typical but as ideal. It suggests
b - - ik . = § e R : i Ry
ur vague nodons of the Greek gods and the Ubermensch. Urgamsed as

competition, bodybuilding encourages disc ussion of the best |.'.|n'.j.'. KL.:I':IH'E"I
Dutton’s study of the tradition roots it in a characteristically Western
investment in .P-:_‘r1-l.'-.".||.‘u|':l"-.'_ in the possibility of humans developing I]‘.-:.'Iﬁ-
selves here on earth. In Pemping Iron (1976), Schwarzenegger describes

;

i

bodyhuilding as ‘the dream of physical perfecnion and '||'IL'.1.'I.__L'."II'II'.'.‘~ you
throueh to attain ic’. Whiteness, as [ argued in Chapter 1, 15 an aspirarional

-
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structure, requiring ideals of human development. All the rhetoric af body-
building is founded on this and most vividly seen in the aspirational motits
4.0

is hard and contoured, often resembling armour. Body

of the posing vocabulary, bodies forever striving upwards [Mat
The builk brood

building has three goals: mass (muscle size), defniuon (the clarity with which

one muscle group stands out from another) and proportion (t visual

balance between all the body’s muscle groups). The first two of these present

2 look ot hardness

1e skin strerched over pumped up muscle cr

w1 has i, 1o
‘cut’ into the body as o stone. Definition and proportion alsa cmphasise

surface, the separation of groups seems, as bodybuilding jarg

contour, of individual muscle groups and of the body as a whole. Posing

CONVENLK IR TTHSINE size, O

wening for dehnition relating  muscle

groups to one another, further b

often n films water or swear ) on llu body emphasises it as a surface and hence

its shape; rd, three-quarter an lighting brings out muscle

shape; posing against cycloramas or shooting against skylines (Plate 4.7}
presents the overall body contout
Looking like a statue again invokes the classical; men against the horizon
are a cliché of aspirational propaganda. Morcover, a hard, contoured body
ses not look like it runs the risk of being merged

= | o i
nto other bod

of wu:__:-.n.lllul'u and boundedness is important to the white male ego. Klaus

ilight these gualities; the use of ml (or

women. the masses and racial inferiors. Only a hard,

HELP TO SUPPORT
THIS MAGAZINE,
BUY THE BEST
SUPPLEMENTS
FROM:—

MUSCLE I-'OODS

Cheweleit's study (1987 of the German Freikorps suggests a nu del of white
male identity in which anxieties about the ntemricy .1..\1 survival of the sclt
are '.'x}".'.."n'.'-::. through fantasmic fears of the flonding, invading character of
visibly bounded bo

can resist being submerged into the oot of femininity and non-whircness.

The built body 15 an achieved body, worked at, | lanned. suffered for. A

massive, sculpted [ que requires forethought and long-term organisation,
regimes of graduared exercise, diet and scheduled rest need to be worked

out and strictly adhered tog in short, buile

r

e bodies is the most literal
r flesh. Some pepla (e.g. La

triumph of mind over matter, ImMaginatoen
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schiava di Roma, La guerra di Troia, La bartaglia di Mararona),'* and many
contempaorary muscleman films, include sequences showing such disciplined
physical preparation. They are cspecially common in Stallone’s films, notably
Rocky IV (1985), which intercuts Rocky's down-home, improvisatory train-
ing routines with his Soviet opponent’s hi-tech, body-as-machine processes.
Schwarzencgger's films contain nothing so agonised, and he lhas been cast
as a machine in the Termuinator films (1984 and 1991) rather than as a
machine’s opponent. Schwarzencgger, as a multiple Mr Olympia winner,
is always already a champion physique; Sallone’s body is not so certified,
his narratives involve him in proving himself physically Schwarzenegger’s
body is simply massive, his characteristic facial expression genial, his persona
ane of Teatonic confidence; Stallone’s muscles look tortured into existence,
with veins popping out and sirained skin, his eyes and mouth express
vulnerability, iconic images have him bruised ( Rocky) {colour Plate 12) or
scarred { Rambo)! Schwarzenegger and Stallone are variations on achicve-
ment. Their bodies, like those of all muscle heroes, carry the signs of hard,
planned labour, the spirit reigning over the flesh,

The built body is a wealthy body. It is well fed and enormous amounts
of leisure time have been devoted to it. The huge, firm muscles of Gordon
Scott, Steve Reeves or Arnold Schwarzenegger make the simplest contrast
with the thin or slack bodies of the native peoples in their flms. Such
muscles are a product and sign of affluence.

Finally, bodybuilders have hairless (shaved when not naturally so) and
tanned bodies. Both of these are dong in arder to display the muscles more
clearly, but they have further connotations. Body hair is animalistic; hair
lessness connotes striving above nature. The climax of Gli amori di Ercole
las Hercules fighting a giant ape, who has previously behaved m a King
Kong-ish way towards Hercules's beloved Dejanira, stroking her hair and
when she screams making as if to rape her; close-ups contrast Hercules's
smaoth, hairless muscles with the hairy limbs of this racist archerype.'®

The modern bodybuilder tans. Although Sandow used white powder to
make his body look more Greek sculprural, contemparary bodvbuilding
guru Robert Kennedy advises: “To stand out on stage at a physique cvent,
ane must be really well tanned’ (1983: 1393, Tanning, which only white
people do, connotes rypically white privileges: leisure (having the ume to lie
abour acquiring a tan}, wealth [buying that nme, acquiring an artificial tan
or travelling to the sunj and a healthy life style (the California,/Australia
myth that no amount of melanoma statistics seem o dim},

These bodies with their white connotations are on display in colonialist
adventure films. Few are about the settlement in and maintenance of rule
over foreign lands. Yer the heroes are also not usually indigenous inhabitants
of the land in which the action takes place. They relate to it as a post-

colonial.
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Muscle heroes are not indigenous Tarzan, though he lives in the jungle,
is not of the jungle. The peplum herocs, initially located in ancient Greece
or Rome, soon roamed very far and wide in time and space. 1 he widespread
use of 3 widely recognised “Wietnam' iconography (lush, glistening, dense
jungle, camouflage gear, hi-tech hand weaponry, napalm-style fire) {Plate
4_8)'¢ in 19805 muscle films (c.g. Commando | 1985} and Predator (1987,
bath with Schwarzencgger, Stallone’s Rambo films, Chuck Norris's work !
the American Ninja series 1985— with Michael Dudikoft, Sword -':f'ﬂlr.'-!'h':f-r
(1990} with Richard Norton, Men of War { 1994) with Dolph '|.ILI:'.x1il'-:.'I1:
invokes the most vividly remembered fighting in a foreign land of recent
1'.'1':-r';'5_~[C|'J‘.| history. This invocation, associating the :u-.nul; image with the
Viernam cxperience, 18 carried over into other contemporary muscle filims.

In all cases, the hero is up against foreignness, 1ts treacherous terrain and
inhabitants, animal and human. The latter are quitc often his adversaries,
but by no means always. There are good and bad, instincrual and wily,
:cﬂ!'nid and wise, primitive and oricntalist natives, in any combination The
colonialist structure of the heroes' relarion to the native 15 aid as much as

antagonism: he sorts out the problems of people who cannot sort things out
for themselves. This is the role in which the Western nations liked to cast
themselves in relation to their former colonies, The claim that had always

The white man s MUsCes

been made, that imperial POsSESSIoN brought, and was even done in order
to bring, henefits to the natives, intormed policy since the 1950s, headed by
the idea of the USA as world policeman, sharpened by cold war rivalry ovet
political /econamic influence. Aid is the watchword alike of foreign policy
rowards the Third World and the muscleman hero

The three groups of films offer markedly difterent variations on this. T will
look briefly here at Tarzan and Rambo et al., leaving discussion o the
peplum’s probably rather less familiar colonialism 10 the final section of the
chaprer.

Ihe Tarzan hlms are clearly rooted in colonialism, but with a Twist
Very many involve a journcy of white people from without into Afrca.
The difhculty of the terrain, its unfamilianty and irs dangers [Savage beasts,
precipitous mountain passes, rumultuous rivers, thick jungle} provide the
ppporTIniey for the exercise of the white spirit, indomitable, organised Fhe
native people may have some specialised knowledge usetul to the W hites, but
otherwise are either serviceable to carry things or else one mare aspect of
the land’s perils. All this is the familiar basis far the thrills of the jungle
adventure story. But Tarzan s already in the jungle. Apart from the Elmo
Lincoln films and G eystoke, the Legend of Tarzan (1984), which tell the
story of how he comes to be there (borm af Scortish parents who die soon
after), it is simply a given that Tarzan lives in the jungle, Somenmes he helps
the whites, but very often he defends the jungle against them, for they have
come to ind treasurc o, mast atten, despoil nature (Tor example, kilhng
elephants for tusks, capturing animals who are Tarzan’s helpers) Politcally
Tarzan is a green.'® Not infrequently, he defends native people against
whites whose actions would destroy their way of lite.

[arzan, then, is identified with the jungle. He is at one with the animals
i his unadorned near-nakedness, he is natural man. Some of the comic
strips, and the Wesssmuller Alms especially, show him merging with the
shapes and chadows of the jungle (Plates 4 9 and 4.10). Yet he is also supenior
tn nature, he is king of the jungle. Just as elephants and chimpanzees come
to the rescue at us call, or even becaust they scnse mstnctually that
he is in peril, so too arc lions and crocodiles swiftly desparched at his hands.
Likewise, he is 3 friend to good natives (chough never gong so far as to
live with them), but an ivincible enery of the bad. and in either case, he is
phyvsically, mentally and morally their superior

The theme of nature, 1 Jrzan’s Erecnness, is not i merc mask for this
colonialist relation. The treatment of nature is a central aspect of colonial
enterprisc. The latter is nunderstoond o involve Mastery and ordering, bur also

2 uli'|"|"~"-'..1.1ll.ll'| that distances the white man from nature A lament for a loss

of closeness to nature has through a very great deal of white culture.

With Tarzan, however, one can have colonial power and closeness to natdre
Tarzan is indubitably white - cven those who do not know the stor of his

Seortish aristocratic parentage .nd the notion of heredity soimportant in the
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Plate 4% Allen Saint-John: Tarzan illustration, c 19205

novels (cf. Newsinger 1986, Bristow 1991: 213-18) will register his white-

cbiriry
ness in the flms in his sports- or gym-created body, its contrast to the other,

darker natve male bodies and, very often, the unabashed reference o him

as a ‘white ape’. Yet this white man is more in harmony with nature than
the indigenous inhabitants, With Tarzan, the white man can be king of the
jungle without loss of oneness with it.

Tarzan Alms effect an imaginary reconciliation between the enjoyment of

af Rambo as a straightforward gung ho Amencan patnot, Rather,
colonial power and the ecological price of colonialism. The Rambo films do
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1
something similar, only more torturously. As Yvonne Tasker has pointed out

patriot without, it scems, a country. The first film has him returning, much
decorated. from Vietnam, to find himself rejecred as an uncouth trouble
(1993: 98it.), the Alms themselves are greatly ar variance 1o the wider image

he s
maker. The film is ser in the US North West, but as Rambo s pursued

[l

inte the Forest it bezins to look as if it is Viemam. Rambo wins against the
he rescues soldiers nussing
revealed t i

cnemies in this foreign land — but it is his home country. In the first sequel,

in action in Viemnam after the war, acnons
nst actual {as opposed to declared) policy; the actions of
the military bureaucracy not only seek to undermune his success but put
Rambo himself at nsk. He is a product of their finest traiming, yer is none the

less expendable. In Ramibno T he is a one-man intervention in the Soviet
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occupation of Afghanistan, doing the job (of destroying the arch enemy of

US ideals, communism) that the US government should be doing. Thus he
repeatedly upholds basic Amerncan valucs against the actuality of America.

Equally significant as this structural pattern is the way he dresses and
fights. His spirit is evident in both his resourcefulness, that is, the intelligent,
improvisatory use of his environment, and his endurance, his capaQty o
withstand pain and torture. Rambo’s actions, as well as Stallone’s tortured
muscles, both express this, Yet the resourcefulness also ipvolves him
adopting non-white techmiques. Like Tarzan, he becomes more absorbed
.o nature than the locals, most memorably in Rambe II, where he sinks
himself deep into a mud bank, only his eyes visible, before rearing out ro kill
ane of the US marines set on his rrail. His Ag

ing atwre includes a nitwal
istically donned headband, suggesting his half-Native American parcntage,
while his weapons of choice include a huge serrated knife and 2 pos ered
bow and arrow (Plate 4.11). The later also invoke MNative Americans,

though in hi-tech versions. Rambo repeatedly and explicitly espouscs a love

of America, vet he dresses and fights for America by going generically native
(that is, conflating Native American with, in the second and third Alms, the
know-how of good Oricntals). *A nerica’ can only be redeemed through

bypassing the historical reality of the white USA, by returning to what can
be conceptualised as coming before and without the USA, The Rambo films

leave off at the impossibility of redempion b such contradictory means,
ending with Rambao in tears (First Bload), Rambo walking oft nto a barren
landscape (| Rambe 1T}, Rambo driving off screen, leaving the camera to dwell
I11)

The Rambo films have qualms, to a degree rare, | think, in other 19805

on the people he has saved | Raml
and 1990s muscle films. In other of the Vietnam iconography flms, the
MISEIvIngGSs, ler alone the i.11=_,u|'.~'.l3|c knot of contradictions in loving o
counery that doesn’t exist, are not present, although the theme of being at
once emotionally central male, white, heterosexual, r.---.'-u'_'l'n'. — and yer

berraved by bureaucrats and politicians 1s still very much n evidence

[arzan, Hercules, Rambo and the rest show us ideal, hard, achieved,
wealthy, hairless and tanned white male bodies setin a colonialist relation,
of aid as much as antagonism, to lands and peoples that arc other to them
This body in this setting constructs thic white man as physically superior, yct
also an everyman, built to do the job of calonial world improvement

The body is |_|.1-,T'L|'|1_:r_u.{|'|;_';_| from those around it hard not slack, well-fed

not emaciated, cut not indulgently fat, aspirationally pased not curved over

or hanging back. It does somenmes happen that the built w hite hero is pitted

b |
. #r
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against a built non-white body, but, since the former invariably wins, this
only affirms the ultimare superiority of the white man’s body. At the climas
of Tarzan and the Great River (1967), Tarzan (Mike Henry) Aghts Barcuna
{Rafer Johnson), the black leader who wants to contral the country’s main
warer supply (a key issue in the politics of development) (Plarc 4.12).
Johnson has a fine physique, but less cur, less evidently worked ar, than
Henry's, 'In cross-cutting, the latter is shot trom below, Johnson trom
above, a standard aggrandising /diminishing rhetoric. Tarzan,/Henry wears a
railored loancloth (and is earlier seen in a Western suit), whereas Barcuna
Johnson wears a leopard skin and mumbo-jumbo adornments. In other
words, not only does the ourcome of the confrontation prove Tarzan's bodily
supcriority, but casting, shooting and dress bespeak it throughout, The same
contrast of attire is often found in the peplum. In Maciste nella terra ded

crelopi, Maciste { Gordon Mitchell) wears a cloth peplum (suggesting in fabric

as well as tailoring an advanced level of human development), as compared
tor his unnamed black adversary (Paul Wynter), who wears a leopard skin
loincloth (attire based on a primitive level of development, hunted not
manufactured, draped not tailored). In this case, the adversary, Wynter, a
Mr Universe, has a hner physique than the hero, but attire and defear
undercut ir.

The hero’s body is superior, but his skin colour - ranned white - also
signals him an everyman. As discussed in Chapter 2, manning docs not
suggrest 2 desire or readiness to be racially black — a tanned white body is
always indubitably just thar. At the same time, it also implies that white peo
ple are capable ot atractive varianon in colowr, whereas blacks who highten
and otherwise whiten their appearance are mocked for the endeavour and
are generally held to have failed. The ranned built body athrms whiteness as
a particular ver not a restricted identity, something heighrenced by compari
son with the other bodies in the films. Tarzan is lighter than the natves, bur
darker than other white men; on two book covers by the same artist {colows
Plates 13 and 14), he has lighter skin when battling an ape, darker when
coming upon a white woman, flexible within these extremes of male dark
ness and female ligheness. The peplum, which does not so often have non
white characters, none the less plays on skin colour. The hero is always
darker than all white women, whether they be good (and blonde) or bad
tand brunette), a fact encapsulared in the common pose of the woman’s
white hand resting against the broad expanse of the hera’s tanned pecrorals
(Plate 4.13). He is also darker than other white men, especially bad ones,
arientalist rulers whose pasty complexions arc of a picce with their deca
dence, primitives whose underground or cave dwellings have kept thei
skins from sunlight. The hero, so often first seen standing in the sun against

the horizon or even, as in Maciste nella tevea dei ciclopi, apparently born in

a ray of sunshine, is the antithesis of this whiteness that shrinks from the life

giving sun. Even good white men are seldom as dark as the hero. Yer the

1
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hero is never equated with racial blackness: when even good, and physically
spectacular, black men are present, the films are ar grear pains to stress
the hero’s superiority to them. White male heroism is thus constructed as
both unmistakably yet not particularistically white. The muscle hero is an
everyman: his tan bespeaks his right to intervene anywhere

The emphasis in the peplum on the spectacle of the body also represents

ism in terms of relatons beoween bodies. The

masculinity and color

economic, military and technological realives of colonialism disappear in 2
presentation of white bodily superiority as explanation of the colonising
position. At its simplest this becomes the resolution of colonial conflics
as a one-to-one fight berween the hero and an antagonist, be the larrer

the leading warrior of the society, 1ts ruler or a usurper (three versions ol

embodied power). Whatever the narrative specifics, the hero's better body
wins out over the inferior oriental or primiove one. The example given
above from Tarzan and the Grear River, or Arnie’s final stripped ro the waist
confrontation at the climax of Commando, reduce the proding al s |".'.|5|;_|-.‘ ONCT,
respectively, nartural resources or US foreign policy to a contest of bare flesh
and may the best body win

This pattern is often heightened by pitting the hero’s body against the
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echnology of his antagoniss. It is they, the object of the hero's colonialist

sorting out, who liave recoursc to elaborate weaponry and massed mli

which the hero contronts with his bare body alone. An especially vivid HmAge

of this is the climax of La bartlnglin di Mararona, where Philippides [ Sreve

Reeves) wears only a white laincloth as compared to the heavy armour Of

his opponents and where he has only his body to sct against their clabo
machineries of war (Plate 4 143, Yet his built white body triumphs over ther
black-clad, technologically sophisticated ones. The colonial encounter, and
white supremacy, is thus naruralised by being realised and achieved in the
body

The buile white body is not the body that white men arc born with; it
is the body made pussible by their natural mental superionty. The point
after all is that it 1s builr, product of the application of thought and
planning, an achievement. 1t is the sense of the mind at work behind the

production of this body that most defines its whiteness. This makes the
white man better able o handle his body, to improvise with what 15 to

hand. to size up situations; no MAatier how splendid the physiques of non

\

-
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white bodybuilders, they arc never granted this quality (and thu

that their bodics tod WeIe produced ones 15 forgorten). !
':w‘.'x-\i-h]uc may be fabulous, but what made it, and makes 1 effective, 15 the
spirit within

I short, the built body and the imperial enterprise arc analogous, The
buile body sees the body as submitted to and glorified by the planning

and ampon of the mind; colonial worlds are hikewise fu_'p::l.‘_'nt\_w‘u as

inchoare terrain needing the skill, sense and vision of the coloniser o be

brought to order The muscle hero has landscaped his body with muscles

and he controls them superbly and sagely; the lands of the muscle Alm
are enfeebled or raw bodies requuing discipline. The built whire male

body and colonial enterprise act as mirrors of each other, and both, even

as they display the white man’s magnificent corpareality, tell of the spirit

within.

The peplum

I end this chapter by explonng the 1957-65 Italian peplum cyele in more

de

of whiteness: fascism. The ¢

iil. focusing on both its class address and its relation to an explicit politics

e draws on the image of the idealised whire
man, with his spirt perfected body and capacity o sore out the problems
of lesser beings, 1n 2 context of a .1.'.|11.1.g'.-a1 idenory: Talian working class

masculinity at a moment of ramid industrialisation and n the wake of a

perod of natol Jist, incipiently imperialist and racist politics, fascism, that

had promised working-class men so much. The whole cycle mobilises the
white resonances of the body 1mage and the colonialist narrative SITLCEATES
discussed above to negotiate positions for this class audience in this historical
moment. The films evidently address anxienics o class and gender, but thiey

do this with recourse, in part, [0 rhetorics of whiteness. This manoeuvre 15

complicated by the otten explicit rejection of Fascism as a politics; in other

words, the films have to maobilise whiteness as a balm oy 2 damaged male

class identity while s dissociating themselves trom a discredited pohncs af

whiteness
Peplum films are dventure flms centred un heroes drawn from classical
(including Biblical) antiquity played by 175 hodybuilders. As characters

played by these performers they embody the white past and future: classical

antiquiry was still anchallenged as racialh

white and Europcans rend to sec
the UUSA as basically a white pation with colourful marginalia, Moreover
classical antiquity, 4 material presence 10 Lraly, was still also assumed to be
the pinnacle of all human achievement, while the USA was widely felt to
be the land of the human furure

Muost of the peplum heroes figure in ancient Texts | Hercules, Spartacus,

Ulvsses, Samson, Goliath (as hero not villain1), but two of the most

L
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important are modern inventions; Ursus, from the novel and thus the films
of Cho Vadis?, and, most widely used of all, Maciste, created for Cabiria
in 1914. None of these heroes remain tied 1o the place and time of their
Ii.:'a[ appearance: Hercules, Maciste and the rest appear in numerous other
situations, far removed from their original storics. The whole of the ancient
world was drawn upon; new fantasy lands were invented: even the post-
classical world was not out of the question, Maciste showing up, for
mstance, in thirteenth-century Asia (Maciste alla corte del Gran Khan), in
seventeenth-century Scotland ( Macisee all'inferno), in China { Maciste conero
+ Mongols), Arabia (Maciste contro lo seeicea) and Russia ( Maciste alla corte
dello Zar) as well as in non-European ancient worlds, for example, Africa
{ Maciste nelle miniere del re Salomone) and Central America { Macisee i
vendicarore dei Mayas). Such is the freedom of construction in the cycle that
the heroes, originally grounded in different eras and textual traditions
{legend, history, romance), can be brought together as comrades { Ercole,
Sansone, Maciste ed Ursus gli invincibili) or antagonists ( Ulisse contro Ercole,
Ercole sfida Sansone). The co-ordinates of space and time ger looser still
when one recognises sets and costumes thar are prehistoric in one film show
up in Roman times in another, or when one sees the films in English-dubbed
x_w:rsiuns, where distributors often randomly substituted the heroes’ names
tor one another,

This exuberant spirit of collage 1s undoubredly explicable in terms of both
production and consumption patterns. Although some films were cxpensive
by Iralian standards, many more were not. Sets tend to look like sets, they
and the costumes were reused, rehearsal time was minimal, many of the casi
could not understand cach other and the voices one hears are not always
those of the people one sees (even in the oniginal versions). They were
seldom shown in first-run houses (Della Casa 1989 91); their principal
destinations were inner city and rural cinemas and touring film shows, where
they were watched, as Christopher Wagstaft (1992 has argued of such ferza
visiane exhibition in general, more as television is watched, people dropping
in and out of the cinema, moving seats, socialising, The flms drew upon
popular traditions of the strongman acts in piazzas, circuses, fairs and varieta
that were still familiar to this audience (Farassino and Sanguineti 1983).
Such conditions of production and consumption do not encourage the kind
of finished, developmental forms of *classical Hollywood cinema’, with its
premium on coherence of plot, plausibility of character and setting, consis-
tency of tone. Rather what can be done and what works are set picces
of action and display, immediately and vividly recognisable characters and
settings, and the principle of variety: feats, dances, playlets, slapstick,
speeches, tableaux,

This makes a certain kind of cinema paossible. [ am not thinking here of the
kind of abandonment of reason (plausibility, decorum) that the surrealists
so much valued in popular cinema and which informs the early French critical
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championing of the genre, so much as certain textual consequences relevan
o the guestion of white masculiniry,

Given the hero performers’ ignorance {in the main) of Iralian, their
inexperience as actors and their imited availability, it was clearly often easier
1w keep them out of filming thar involved interaction with others. Thus
Philippides in La batraglia di Maratena does not join in the land bartle half-
way through but climbs a hill to throw boulders down on the enemy;
Hercules ar the liberation of Thebes in Ercole € Ia reqing di Lidia is occupied
with wrestling a tiger in a pit rather than joining with the other men sacking
the city; the climax of Macize contra £ maseri consists of a hight berween two
tribal chiets with Macisre looking on; the second half of Le fatiche di Ercole is
devored to Jason and the Golden Fleece, Hercules going along as indispens
able helper but Jason’s quest being the one that propels the narrative. The
hero is kepr to one side of the narrative, whether its detailed unfolding
through editing or its larger segmental organisation.

Such narrational devices permit the set picces of posing that follow an
from casting bodybuilders, The latrer are not necessarily agile or acrobaric;
the point is their size and shape, frozen in moments of maximum tension,
Holding a boulder aloft (Plate 4.15), in a clinch with a lion, these and many
other set-ups incorporate not only the posing vocabulary of bodybuilding
competitions bur also the mise-en-rcénes of such non-narrative forms
as physique phorography and the strongman acts. The peplum’s collage
structure showcases the built body and the white values it carries.

Morcover, keeping the hero ro one side of the narrative chain is of a piece
with the ambiguity of his ontological status. Is the peplum hero human?
Hercules is explicitly and traditionally not entirely so - he is half-god, halt-
human, a status explored in some flms { Le fatiche di Evcale, Evcole ¢ la reqina
di Lidia, Ercole alla conguista di Atlantide); Maciste, a slave in the original
Cabiria, announces that his parents were the sun and the moon in Macésre
contro i maserd; Crios in Arrivano § Tisani s a Titan, a demigod. Even when
nothing as explicit is suggested, many of the heroes seem not quite hwman,
not least in their capacity to leap time and space to be where they are
needed, a capacity that is never explained (Maciste’s sudden loinclothed
appearance at a Scottish witch burning i Macisee all'inferno is the maost
glorious example}. Their introduction into the film often has a magical
quality. Frequently the hero is discovered by water — the sea, a waterfall - as
it born of it. In Le fatiche di Ercole Hercules asks to be deprived of his
immaortality and the granting of this is symbolised in his being drenched in
rain, reborn in water as human {Plate 4.16). The first shot of the hero in
Maciste nella terva dei ciclopt has him lying on a stone by the sea in a beam
of light, in a pose echoing the Adam of Michelangelo in the Sistine Chapel
i(an image less foreign to anyone who had been through the Italian school
system than it might be to others). Such imagery is of course Christian
iand white} — baprismal warer, Genesis. [t insists on the heroes’ humanity,
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15 Maciste nells valle dei re (Italy/France/Yugoslavia 1959): Mark Fomest (BFI Stal

Posters and Designe)

yet their divine associations, their freedom of movement across time and
space, the way they are not fully implicated in the investments of the narra
tive, also make them superhuman. They are both of humanity and above it,
the white man's favourite position. :

Such showcasing of male physical strength assumes a particular signih
cance in the culture of the films’ original audiences. The strongman image
was rooted, as Giusey 1 P

rural Iraly., In addition to its popularity in cntertainments and popular
novels, it also had religious and local significance. Veneranon and invocanon
of sainrs is an important element in Catholic devotion, and in
communities there was a special fondness for St ( hristopher, the giant who
in legend carried Christ on his shoulders. Equally, big strong men were

peasant

important figures in peasant communities: giant boy babies were a source

of wide interest, seen as a blessing, not least because their strength was of

the greatest economic significance in rural labour. In this context big male
bodies were a resource of the first importance and what they could do often

suggested props for strongman acts: boulders, tree trunks, carts, chains and
S0 O

pe Valperga (1983) shows, in the cultural traditions of

However, the period of the peplum is also a period of mass internal migra
tion in Traly, from the rural South o the industrial Morth, from labour based
on strength 1o one based on skill with machines (or, failing that, shitwork]
I the shift away from rural labour, the value of the big strong body, and the
male power thar went along w ith it, was undermined. The peplum celebrates
a tvpe of male body for an audience to whom it had unol now been a source
of cconomic self-worth. The very emphasis on the simple display of muscle,
foregrounded by the films' collage structure, and the heroes” triumphs
through their deployment of those museles, are an affirmation of the value of
strength to an audience who was finding that it no longer had such value

Che hero is often shown in conflict with machines, winning against claborate

war gadgetry (La bastaglia di Maratona, Ii so di Rodi), frecing people
from giant wheels that have to be endlessly, mindlessly turned by hordes of

men { Nel seqne di Roma, Sette contra fuiil, Maciste {"womo pin fovte del

. His triumph over the machine by body alone ofters the audience
a fantasy of triumph over their new condirions of labour in terms of their
traditional resources.

Yer these heroes, in many ways down to earth, arc also sort al divine ¢har-
acters played by US Amendcans. If they speak to the realities of their initial

audiences and in m particulars seem to be of them, they are also above

them. This is one of the structures of feeling that suggests continuities
between the peplum and fascism

I (\R.J
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Fascism had lasted in Traly over twenty vears, twice as long as in Germany,
in 1960, when the peplum was at a peak, fascism’s demise was only fifteen
vears past. It was fresh in the memory, though not yer a common theme
in cinema. Apart from the brief period of neo-realism, itsell borm of ann

fascism, it was not until the 1970s that Italy’s mternationally renowned

Al tertolucc, Cavani, Fellini, Pasolini, Rosi, Wertmiller) started to

make filims about fascism. Popular cinema, more mindful of the need

ro address a large national audience where

ir was at and less inhibited by
questions of what the right thing to say was, characteristically did deal wath
fascism, directdy and indirectly in comedy, and in the peplum

ltalian fascism’s imagery of masculinity centred on  monumentalist

imagery and, above all, on Mussolini, il Duce. The regime did produce the
kind of massive statuary and painting (cspecially frescoes and posters
featuring big men in aspirant postures that is also associated with Nazism,
The Fascist-built sports stadium in Rume, the Foro Ttalico, is surrounded by
statues three times life-size of muscular naked men in white stone (Plate
£.17). Sportsmen, notably 1932 heavyweight champion Primo Carnera
{who appears as an antagonist in Ercele ¢ la rggina di Lidia), were promoted

as emblematic of the regime and subject matter for artists, including the

he white man's muscles

photographer Elio Luxardo (Turroni 1980) (Plare 4.18), and increased
sporting facilities and gymnastic displays were unportant aspects ot policy
{Felice and Goglia 1982: 184-7; Abruzzese 1983: 65). Yer such imagery,
though important, was not saturating and, notably, it was almost absent
from the cinema: the one attempt o harness the epic tradition o Rasast
ends, Scipione PAfricane (1937), did not use a muscleman as hero and was
not a great success (Hay 1987: 155-61; Dalle Vacche 1992: 27-49]

Seiprene was however, especially in the attendant publicity and reviews,

abwicus in its reference to Mussolini. For he was the supreme hero Agure of

the regime. Indeed, as a child wrote in one of the cssays clicited by the film

1

journal Bianco ¢ nero when Sciprone Brst appea

Era bello Scipione sul suo cavalle bianco, Pert il Duce & ancora pia
bello e pid bravo di Scipione.
(How handsome Scipio was on his white horse. But il Duce
is even more handsome and brave than Scipio.)

(Quoted in Brunetta 1975

Mussolini. as Gian Picro Brunetta (1975) and James Hay (1987) have
abserved. was the Maciste of fascist Italv. He was so both, as it were,
narratively and iconographically. His role in the story of lraly was thal of
the strongman {physically, morally, temperamentally) who could sort out
the country’s problems: unemplovment, carruption, inefliciency. It was
only in the mid-1930s that this became tied up with questions of Traly’s

greaness measured imperially {realised in the war with Ethicpia) and

racially (the passing of anti-Semiric legislition n 1938). lconographically,
as Hay (1987: 227-9) details, Mussolini drew his gestures from silent
screen heroes and his emblemaric roles (warrior, builder, patarch) from

the fascist repertoire. Most significantly here he promoted these qualities

through his body, in his stature and posture aided by camera angles) w

clothed, in the very display of himself when unclothed. He posed foar

photographs as a swimmer, athlete or bare-chested skier Felice and Goglia

1983: B2, 88) (Plate 4.19); he .-.|1|1:.u'-.'-.i -.1|'1'ppnl to the waist working
alongside peasants for photographs (very Maciste-like in Felice and Goghia

1982: 141} and in the newsreel Alm ! Duce ereblin o grana
I

maodel for the imperative that evervone should have the body of a 20 year
b }

sring (11 Duce threshes wheat in the Pontine Fields) (19381 he was the

old (to the E'u'.i:|| that he torbade p.:|'!|'.\.'..1'.illl'. of his date of bieth ( Milano
1982: 32))

[he relation of the peplum to the athletic, Mussolinian image ol the male
body is complex. A given film may seem to be both denouncng and
applauding fascism. Ercele cantro Rowa, for instance, establishes Hercules's
Greekness with unusual thoroughness and has him come to the rescue af
the ordinary Roman people through the good offices of an Arab merchant
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cum-messenger; yet the enemy of the people is a usurper ca

what Hercules finally restores is a militaristic regime in which the leg
ics elect the leader, He is against Rome in the name of Rome

Such contradictions are characteristic. In many ways, in explicit allusions
and through certain distancing strategics, the cycle is a rejection of fascism,
yet in its address and narrative Organisaton it Aiso shows continuires with

Rather than attempe to side the peplum {and by implicadon its

[AsCS
audience) either with or against tascisn, it shouwld be seen as an umaginary
working through of the chameful momentousness of the period, shametul

because it was fascist or because it was defeare

TER 1 il or -
Where there is explicit refercnee 10 fascism in the peplum, It s hosnle

I The ll|!'-i-.||,|'\-|:.' :.'.'\.l.':_\'ll-. regune 0l

This is often expressed wonographically.

sta di Atlancide, breeding a Haxen haired master

1 vast Atlas-like statue in the queei’s

Atlantis in Ercele alla cot

blematised 1in

of men,!” 15 ¢
vwce: the giant male statue Lestrichng

the harbour entrance

undery
in [l colasso a i is an object of hate, scrving as 4 prison for dissidents and

strategic dominance of the Medin
4 _‘\I:

rdiatort 15 reminiscent of

! -1- .
vmed at erranean; the work camp

i concentranon Camps

Spartacus ¢l
y ¥ ] - 3 r
Arena displays make oblique reference to the regime's mMass sped racles and
fascism. because of the

references to Rome dre often coded references
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importance of Rome in fascist rhetoric. The emphasis on Rome was both
part of fascism’s modernising attempt at natienal centralisation and a bid to
suggest continuity with the empire of ancient Rome, which would placed
[ealy at the forefrone of white civilisanion.

More generally, peplum societies are characterised by cruel authoritarian-
ism, with rulers who have usurped power by force and trickery while often
by no means always) having the support of the hoodwinked people Their
aims can be avowedly racial: *Inferior races must be subjugated o us” says
the evil ruler in Maceste o vendicarore def Mavars, *IF we do not contaminame
the purity of our race,?’ onc day we will be masters of the world’, says his
equivalent in Sette contro treeti. It is usual for the hero to restore traditional
authoriry. Significantly, unlike Mussolini, he is never himself a ruler, nor
explicitly identfied with leadership

To this conscious if vague anti-fascism, we may add two important points
that further scem to distance the peplum from fascism. First, the very
absence of Maciste ef af. from the cinema under fascism, and the revival of
these pre-fascist herocs in the late 19505, would suggest that if there was
a harking back to the past it was to a past that Mussolini had displaced. The
‘interpretation of fascism as a momentary *perversion” or “deviation”, as a
parenthesis in ltahan history’, with real lralianness to be found in carlier
cultural continuities, was widely canvassed at the time (Cannella 1973 /4:

127 and would accord with this rediscovery of the pre-fascist figures of

Mag 15t &f Jll'l.

Sccond, the casting of US, or US-seeming, bodvbuilders is crucial. It
should be stressed thart it is not just that these performers were presumed to
be 1U5,2 but that they looked it. The style of the built body was ser by Us
bodybuilders in the post-war period (and especially by Steve Reeves
{Sanguineti 1983; 88)) and the peplum stars’ haircuts are those of Dean,
Erando and Presley. This is sometimes emphasised in the conrrast berween
the hero and his chief helper among the people: in Ercole contro i figli del
sile, both Hercules (Mark Forrest) and Mytha {Giuliano Gemma), the Incan
warnior he befiiends, are very well builr, bur Mytha has straight, shoulder
length hair and a headband whereas Hercules sports the quiff and sheen of
a rock star (Plate 4.20). The significance of the heroes' US-ness is above all
that they were not Italian. Here was the display of the muscular male body
promoted in Taban society only fiftcen vears previously stripped at a stroke
of its fascist connotations. To this one should add the importance of the
USA in the popular imagination in [taly, something both exploited by
fascism bur also a ralisman on the left. US soldiers had spearheaded the
liberation of [taly from Nazi occupation at the end of the war.** The USA
was a land of moderniry, as evident in these technologically honed, scientf
cally fed bodies. It was the land of the Common Man. Not least, it was a
land of mass Italian emigration.

Yet for all its explicir anti-fascism, its heroes who are not rulers and ics use
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of pre-fascist fgures realised in non-Italian bodies, the peplum also deploys
fascistic structures of feeling. These were not necessarily invented by the
fascists. As Abruzzese (1983: 65) argues, “the national socialist use ot the
body has much deeper roots than the Mussalinian exaltation of the athlete’,
reaching back well into the nineteenth century; Maciste in the 1914 Cabiria
prefigures the monumental incarnations of imo Camera and the regime’s

statuary. None the less, the regime had access to a repertoine of images very
congenial to it and, by the time of the 1957-65 peplum, strongly associared
with it. Moreover, though there were no Macistes during rthe fascist period,
the regime had no need of them — it had Mussolini. Key aspects of the
peplum - its address, the organisation of its narrative world, o say nothing
of the hero's body - all suggest continuities with fascism.

These continuities are evident trom a consideration of the regime’s one
epic, Seipione PAfricano, even though Scipio 15 no muscleman and its
avowedly imperialist narrative is seldom found in the cyele, Nevertheless,
he is 2 hero who is never wrong, never greatly in difficulry, and, like
Mussolini, like Hercules or Maciste (or Tarzan or Rambao), the only answer
tor the problems at hand. Moreover, Scipio is not really offered as a figure

T
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for the audience to identify with: for that the spectator has ‘common man’
figures in crowd scenes, lovers in sub-plots that show the impact of war,
or simply the masses, Hay (1987: 152) traces this back to pre-fascist Alm
spectacles, where through ‘throngs of extras, mass audiences were given a
stake in the films® action’ but in terms of a presence *for whom the central
characters acted®. The interests of ordinary people are met, and are only
able to be met, by the strongman, This is the structure of the peplum. The
way the hero is kept to one side of the narrative reinforces the sense that
what is at stake in the narrative are the tribulations of the people, but that
they have to be solved by the intervention of the hero: he is not involved
in the action, he merely performs the vital resolving actions. The Fct
that the hero, unlike Scipio or il Duce, is not a ruler is part of the flms
rejection of Fascist polity even while it replays the appeal of fascism's
STPONZMAn.

The peplum’s contradictory relation o fascism (which, 1 want to stress,
does not mean that the peplum is ‘really’ fascist bur that it is, precisely,
contradictory) is embodied in the hero, most explicitly in Ercole alla
comguista di Aelantide. Here the wicked Antinea, Queen of Atlantis, over
secs the breeding of a race of ideal men; when she encounters Hercules she
of course realiscs thar here is the ulimate specimen of ideal manhood;
Hercules is opposed to this fascist regime but Reg Park’s muscles embody
its very ideals. The appeal of this body type, especially with renewed foree in
a period of class upheaval, remains throughout the peplum in tension with
the memory of its exaltaton in the disgraceful recent past.

The peplum offered its original working-class audience an affirmarion
of the value of the big strong body, its contradictions work through the
problems of that body’s association with a discredited recent polity. The
implicit whiteness of all this comes 1o the fore in both the ilms” colonialist
structures and their occasional use of black bodybuilders.

Like other muscleman films, the central narrative mouf of the peplum is
intervention. The hero arrives in a foreign land and sorts out its problems.
This very often means that he fights on the side of an ethnic other. If need
be, he will side with them against bad whites. In If figlio di Spareacus (colour
Plare 15}, the hero, Rando, a Boman, is first won over to the North Africans’
plight by seeing a crucified black man and then observing the enslavement
of the people. He even goes so far as to observe that ‘if Rome is for slavery,
then I am against Rome”. Yet the people can only be saved by the inter-
venton of Rando and Vezio, his bleached blond German comrade in arms,
Moreover, the people suffer as much from barbanan tribes and Saracens as
from Romans, and the latter are seen as corrupt individuals, Rando finally
bringing about the restoration of the good Caesar’s dominion. Rando, son
of Spartacus, the slaves’ champion, restores enlightened colonialism.

Pepla are nor necessarily set in known historical or mythological nations,
but when they are, those that predominate are the most geopolitically close
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to Italy and subject of its most *successful” colonisation {Libya), that is, Arab
lands: Egypt ( Maciste nella valle dei re), Mesopotamia/lrag ( Ercole contra
tiranni di Babilonia, L'evoc di Babilonia, Golia alla conquista di Bagdad) or
just generically *Arab’ [ Macaste contre of secicco, 1l figho dello scercco, .-'l»!m'z:.fr.;
contra il vampire). Sub-Saharan, black Africa features only once [__."rl.ﬁh':.:f:'
nelle miniere del ve Salomone), partly because it was not terntory of signiii-
cant Tralian migration, tourism and diplomacy, but also because :r.l' I[.‘Ll‘_.":-
imperial brush with black Africa. Mussolini’s conquest of Ethiopia in 1935
had been seen as the high point of the regime, the moment at which Iraly
seemed to enter the league of the great white nations by virtue of having an
empire; but it lost itin 1941 {to ather imperial powers, the Allics). l".l';lmp'!..l,
and thus black Africa generally, was an embarrassing reference point for
Iralian colonial adventures, and indeed Macise nelle miniere del re Salomone
represents Africa as a world with hardly any black inhabitants, ruled by
machinating whites with “Arab’ names.

Whetlier the film is set in known or newly invented lands, Fanon’s
black:white *Manichean delivium’ (1970: 183) 1s strongly in evidence. This
is often realised in the most literal way through dress and mise en scene,
Maciste contro i mostri depicts warring (racially white) tribes in a prehistonc
world. The bad tribe is black-haired and darker skinned, they wear black
clothes, live underground and worship the moon, the symbaol of night; the
good trnibe is fair-haired and light-skinned, they wear white clothes, live in
overground dwellings and worship the sun, the daylight. Other pepla are less
unrelenting in their antinomies, but such use of dark and light in clothing,
skin colour, below /above ground, night and day, bad and good is none the
less the rule.

Ethnically different peoples in pepla are generally played by white actors,
bur the differences signalled by mise en seene are those of racial ditterence
in Eurocentric discourse. On the one hand there is a use of architecture,
clothing, hair-styles, music and dance gestures o create a broadly ariental
(*Arab’ or *Chinese’) world, with luxurious court lite and devilishly clever
modes of torure (Plate 4.21), This is established in the Carthaginianism
of forerunners like Cabiria and Scipione UAfricane and in the depiction
of Lidia, all pagodas and tinkling music, m the second film of the cyele,
Ercole ¢ In vegina dr Lidia, I i5 OL jUst 2 GUESTION of geography, but of the
widespread use of orientalist motifs in the depiction of vicious rule
invented societies, as in, for instance, Maciste congro & omoitri and Maciste
Promu pin forte del mondo. In contrast, in ather hlms or in the same film,
there are the primitives, dressed in skins, living in huts or hales, skulking in
the undergrowth, crude in their pleasures, brutal in their violence. In Le
fatiche di Ercole the tribe that artacks the group on the island of the Golden
Fleece are ape-like; in Maciste contra 1 mostr, the bad black tribe is accom-
panicd by *jungle’ music and seen carrying game suspended from sticks, just
like nadves in Haollywood African adventure Alms. There can be variations
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in the primitives, suggesting degrees of civilisation. In Maciste il

der Mayas, the good white tribe 18 distnguished tfrom the bad black tribe by
wearing cloth not skins, living in 2 settlement not underground and having
an elaborated belief svstem not just brute insunct. y ;

The hero. who comes from without, is associared w ith neither the oriental
not the primitive, though he comes to the aid of the good or rightiul
elements in either. He is superior to both, cleverer than the oricntals,
.mu-tzf.-.cr than the primitves. He contains their strengths, yet is not defined
by either cleverness or toughness. Un the contrary, often what is explicitly
praised in the hilm is his ‘simplicity’. He 15 unimpressed by the elaborations
af Atlantis in Ercole all conguista di Atlantide, some alder men in Le fariche
"'If- Ercole contrast Hercules's admirable simplicity n sport with the current
'1~1.-_1~1'.iur:-.-.1 and cult of the body’. The white man both comprehends
nn-;r..[.ﬂ.\ and primitives and yet 15 sublimely straightforward, not mured in
sophistication nor yet drven by instinct

Pepla do occasionally cast black bodybuilders, usually as a special case of
primitivism. They are presented as possessed of a dlave mentality, realising
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that their best and true place 15 iy subservience to the white man. in Maciste

1 terra dei ciclopi, the pnnamed slave (Wynter) stands by as Maciste 18

nr
orrured by having to hold a rope 1 cad h hand at the end of which are tecams
of men; they pull n a g of war and whichever loses will fall into a pit of
lions: one team is white, the ather black and when asked which team will

win. the slave says the white onc - e instinctvely (it docs not seem Cyiis

cally) recognises racial supeniority. In Maciste noma pin forte el mon

Maciste rescues Banco (Wynrer again) from the maole men; as a result Banco

says he will be Maciste's slave for ever, tor he gave him lite; Maciste says that
Banco's mother gave him life. that there should he no masters and slaves,
yet Banco is unable to accept this and throughout the film acts as a slave
§lavery is thus condemned put shown as what blacks, not whites, crave
Maciste's refusal of Banco’s servitude displays his moral enlightenment.
This is often suggested by the hero’s hehaviour in combar with black
men Marco, the |._|'|'|;_'|. hero of Sette conEre Histis, refuses o kall has hlack
Rathor (Scrpe Nubrel is at

combatant in the arcna In Arrivane § )

v arlif | P A5 i S By 2 L. .| e -
first a snarding slave who has i amaok, vever, in g adiaroral comba

Crios defeats him but gets the king to allow him 1o spare his life; thereatier

Rathor is Crios's dev crer: before

ored helper, In the process [re changes o

he meets Coos i comt

i, he has \1|_'_xp.-.1|_'|u'-_' another (white] opponci
rer his death and he smiles at his success, his sweanng muscles gleanming n

¢ osuch shots of

the torch light; after Crnos has saved lis life we have no m

exultant physicality. When Maciste and the black slave fight in Maciste ue

terr det o i, Maciste is at first under the influence al the slave's magc

worion: there 15 a leniethy sequence 0 which Maciste is viciously beaten
3 -

the slave; when the poton wears off and Maciste recovers his supenar
strength and skill, he despatches the slave very quickly — while the black slave
has lingered over the torment, Maciste just avts with maximum efficiency
and minimum pan.

When the black man becomes the winte man's slave, he 15 of limited

practical help to him. The hero may occasionally need the black man, cithet

15 additional support or as sheer foree; but the black man needs the hero
even more, because of the lateer's ability o size up situarions, know right
fronm wrong, do the right thing [his motif of brain versus brawn is cxplicaith
commented on in Arriveso 2 Tieant, which 1nsists on its racil dimension by
casting, the very dark Serge Nubret as Rathor against [as Nuhrer 1964: 01
confirms) bleached blond Giuliano Gemma as Crios. Before they fght, all

the gladiators have tix choose swords; Rathor muscles his way 1o the front

and picks the biggest, Crios stands nonchalantly by and winds up with the
emallest. (White mythology’s racial penis size obsessions pequire comment
anly in this bracker.) Yetin combat it is Crios's skill, s acrobatic swittness
af foot and eye, that win ovel Rathor's brute size. When Rathor selecred the

higgest weapon, Crios shook his head and said- “Tutt muscoll, nente

cervella® {all muscles, no brain). A little later, Crigs, now favoured by the
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King, watches a contest between a white man and a black bull; the former
wins and the Queen comments, ‘Llintelligenza trionfa sempre” (intelligence
always wins).

There is an extraordinary scene from Maciste "womto pidi forte del mondo,

which encapsulates many of the characteristics of the peplum. The Queen of

the mole people has had Maciste chained with a yoke across his shoulders
an to which are lain more and more vast heavy weights; if Maciste buckles
under the strain, prongs beneath the yoke will pierce his two companions
whao are tied down on either side of him. One of them, Banco, tells him not
to hold the weights up on his account, thereby displaying both his slavish
readiness to sacrifice his life and his lack of broader sense (since if Maciste
does not hold the weights up he, Maciste, will be put to death ). The Queen
looks on and the film cuts to what she sees: close-ups of Mark Forrest’s
bulged and glistening pectorals and biceps. A point comes at which Maciste
threatens to buckle; the weights slip, a prong enters Banco's chest, blood
seeps out; by a supreme effort, Maciste pushes up the weight again and then
higher and higher until he is holding it aloft above his head; as the music
climaxes, a reaction shot of the Queen shows her breathing and gulping with
an excitement that it is hard not to read as orgasmic. The set-piece muscle
display, the lusting bad woman’s point of view, the white man’s triumph
in the fendish underground orientalist test, a triumph spurred on by his
moral compulsion to save the good black primitive, of such elements, here
screwed up to an exceprional pitch of sado-masochistic delirium, is the
peplum’s construction of the built white male body in colonial enterprise
composed.

The peplum validates the image of the physically strong male body. It
asserts this through the pleasures of adventure and desirability {everyone
admires the hero's strength and women adore it). It negotiates the difficul-
tics of its association with fascism. These ditfficulties are also being reworked
in the films® handling of colonialism and race. Both of these were at issue
in Italian fascism, less stridently and apocalvpuocally than in Nazism, but
none the less there. Colonial ambitions and the assertion of Romanness bath
laid a claim For Italy to be included ar the heart of whiteness. Such a claim
offers a sense of superiority (at least I'm not a colonial black’) to those
at the bottom of the white heap. Tt is always implicit in the peplum. The
oddness of the cycle is that it simultaneously offers figures with whom the
imputed audience may identify — the validated strong male body - and takes
this away by placing them above the common man, exceptional like il Duce,
and not plaved by Tralians. The recourse to more explicit colonial structures,
including confrontations with black bodybuilders, may be a strategy to
overcome this: *as a white man, I, an [talian working class man, may not be
il Duce or an American, but they act on my behalf over against the Third
World and racial inferiors.” Such juggling is crucial ro the maintenance of
white masculinity
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Appendix: Peplum filmograp hy

The frst tide in brackets is a literal translation; any others are the titles by
which the film is known in English language distribution. Fhe final name is
the star playing the hero (character name in brackets if not eponymots |
awori di Ercole, Gli {The Loves of Hercules) 1960; Mickey Hargimay

(1

Arrivane i Titani (Here Come the Titans; Sons of Thunder; My Son the
Hero) 1962; Giuhano Gemma (Crios). . ;

bartaslia di Maratona, La (The Battle of Marathon; The Giant of
Marathon) 1959; Steve Reeves (Filippide)

Cabiria 1914; Bartolomeo Pagano (Maciste)

coloso di Rodi, I {The Colossus of Rhodes) 1961 Rory Calhoun (Dano}.

Ercale al centro della terva aka Ercole comero § vampiri (Hercules at the
Centre of the World /versus the Vampires; Hercules in the Hauwnged
World) 1962; Reg Park, _ .

Ercole alla conguista di Atlantide { Hercules Conguers Atlantis; Hercules and
the Captive Women) 1961; Reg Park.

Epcole contro 1 fiqli del sole ( Hercules versus the Sons of the Sun) 1964; Mark
Forrest. 5 _ :

Ercole contro i tivanni di Babilonia {Hercules versus the Iyrants of Babylon)
1965: Rock Stevens

Ercale contre Roma | Hercules versus Rome) 1964 Alan Steel

Ercole ¢ Ia remina di Lidia (Hercules and the Queen of Lidia; Hercules
Unchained) 1959; Steve Reeves. .

Ercale sfida Sansone (Hercules challenges Samson) 1964 Kirk Maorris
[ Hercules), Richard Lloyd (Samson).

Ercole. Sansone, Maciste ed Ursus gli invincibnly {Hercules, Samson, Madaste
and Ursus the Invincible; Hercules, Maciste, Samson and Ursus versus
the Universe: Samson and the Mighty Challenge) 1965; Kirk Morris, Red
Ross. Nadir Balumor, Yann Larvor (in eponyimous order},

croe di Babilonia, L' (The Hero of Babylon; Goliath King of the Slaves)
1964 Gordon Scort {Nipur) : :

fatiche di Ercole, Le (The Labours of Hercules: Hercules) 1958, Steve
Reeves . . :

falio dells seeiceo, I (The Son of the Sheik) 1962: Gordoen Scott | Kerim))

.f:ur.".-'.- di Spartacus, 1l (Son of Spartacus; The Slave) 1962; Steve Reeves
{ Rando). .

qugante di Merropelis, I (The Giant of Metropolis) 19615 Gordon Mitchell
{(OMorar) !

Golia alla conquista di Bagdad {Goliath conguers Baghdad] 1960; Rock
Srevens. :

Colia ¢ la schiava ribelle (Goliath and the Rebel Slave; Arrow of the Avenger)
1963: Gordon Scort

I8l
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auerra di Troia, La (The Trojan War; The Wooden Horse of Troy); Steve
Reeves [Acneas)

Maciste all'infersno ( Maciste in Hell} 1962; Kirk Morris.

Mucisee alla corte del Gran Khan { Maciste at the court of the Great Khan,
Samson and the Seven Miracles) 1959; Gordon Scott

Maciste alla corte dello Zar (Maciste at the Court of the Czar) 1964; Kirk
Morris.

Maciste contre i Mongoli (Maciste versus the Muongols) 1963; Alan Steel

Maciste contra i mostri ( Maciste against the Monsters; Colossus of the Stone
Age, Land of the Monsters) 1962; Reg Lewis.

Maciste contre 1 vampire { Maciste versus the Yampire; Goliath and the
Vampires) 1961; Gordon Scott.

Maciste contro o sceicce (Maciste versus the Sheik) 1962; Ed Fury.

Maciste il vendicatore dei Mayas aka Ercole contra il gigante Golta (Maciste
the Mayas' Avenger/Hercules versus the Giant Golia) 1965; Kirk
Morris.

Maciste Puomo pin forte del mondo (Maaste the Strongest Man in
the World, The Mole Men Battle the Son of Hercules) 1961; Mark
Forrest.

Maciste nella tevra dei ciclopi aka Maciste contro le eyelope (Maciste in the Land
of the Cyclops/versus the Cyclops; Atlas in the Land of the Cyclops;
Monster from the Unknown World; The Cyclops; Atlas against the
Cyclops) 1961; Gordon Mitchell.

Maciste nella valle det re (Maciste in the Valley of the Kings, Maciste the
Mighty; Son of Samson) 1959; Mark Forrest.

Maciste nelle miniere del ve Salomone (Maciste in King Solomon’s Mines;
Samson in King Solomon’s Mines) 1964, Reg Park.

Nel seqno di Roma (Under the sign of Rome; Sign of the Gladiator) 1959,
Georges Marchal {Marco Valenio).

o Viedis? 19125 Brute Castellani (Ursus)

Romale ¢ Remo (Romulus and Remus; Duel of the Titans) 1961; Gordon
Scotr (Bemo), Steve Reeves (Romola)

schiava di Rema, La (The Roman Slave Girl; Blood of the Warriors) 1961,
Guy Madison {Marco Valerio)

Sette contro treeti (Seven against all) 1966,

sette fatiche di Ali Baba, Le (The Seven Labours of Ali Baba) 1963; Rod
Flash Jiush.

Simbad contvo © seree Saracen: (Sinbad versus the Seven Saracens) 1965,
Gordon Mitchell.

Spartacus ¢ 1 dieci gladiarori (Spartacus and the Ten Gladators; Day of

Vengeance) 1965, Dan Vadis.
Ulisse comtro Ercole {Ulysses versus Hercules; Ulysses against the Son of
Hercules) 1962; Gearges Marchal (Ulysses), Michagl Lane {Hercules).
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wltimi giorni di Pompei, Gli (The Lase Days of Pompeii) 1959; Steve Reeves
(Glauco Letwo)

Ursaes { Ursus; Mighty Ursus) 19615 Ed Fury. ok i

Ursus € la ragezza tartaruga (Ursus and the Tartar Girl) 19615 Joc

Eohinson.
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